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FEATURE ARTICLE
Adolescents Becoming Feminist  
on Twitter: New Literacies Practices, 
Commitments, and Identity Work
Benjamin Gleason
“I can’t stand feminists #sorrynotsorry”
With attention- grabbing pronouncements such as “The future is female,” “#TimesUp” for sexual assaulters, and those photogenic pink 
pussy hats seen at the Women’s March in 2017, the femi-
nist movement has seemingly arrived in mainstream 
popular culture. In 2014, Beyoncé Knowles performed 
at the MTV Video Music Awards ceremony in front of 
enormous letters spelling out “FEMINIST,” and her 
song “Flawless” reminded listeners, “We teach girls 
to shrink themselves, to make themselves smaller” 
(Knowles et al., 2013), lines borrowed from noted author 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. In 2017, Merriam- Webster 
proclaimed feminism its word of the year, noting that it 
was the most looked- up word in its online dictionary. 
Movements such as #MeToo, started in 2007 by activist 
Tarana Burke and which has swept into the spotlight 
the horrifying and ingrained culture of sexual harass-
ment, abuse of power, and entitlement, have suggested 
the power of participatory feminist networks, such as 
those on Twitter. Also, with the revelation that hun-
dreds of young women were victims of sexual assault 
at the hands of USA Gymnastics (and Michigan State 
University) doctor Larry Nassar over a 20- year period, 
it is clear that there is a definite need for more informa-
tion, education, and social practices that affirm femi-
nist principles and challenge and disrupt antifeminist 
or postfeminist pathologies (Retallack, Ringrose, & 
Lawrence, 2016).
Social media has emerged as a space of networked 
learning, encouraging participatory practices of in-
formation sharing, organization, and mobilization 
(Gleason, 2013; Greenhow, Robelia, & Hughes, 2009). 
As sociotechnical scholar Tufekci (2017) wrote, “these 
technologies allow people to find one another, to craft 
and amplify their own narrative, to reach out to broader 
publics, and to organize and resist” (p. xxix). The sug-
gestion that social media can support the storying 
process (Thomas & Stornaiuolo, 2016) aligns with edu-
cational research interested in the identities developed 
as young people learn how to author their own stories 
using digital media, embodied practice, and pop cul-
ture artifacts that integrate offline and online worlds 
(Burnett, Merchant, Pahl, & Rowsell, 2014; Wargo, 2017).
In the current study, I investigated the relation be-
tween new literacies practices on Twitter (hashtagging, 
information sharing, and live- tweeting) of young people 
(ages 16–21) and the feminist identity work that they en-
gage in on Twitter.
Theoretical Perspectives
This study was inf luenced by three related theories 
that offer a unique perspective on the relation between 
how young people practice literacy on Twitter and 
their process of becoming feminist in this space: femi-
nist theory, social practice theory, and new literacies 
theory. First, feminism (n.d.), according to Merriam- 
Webster, is conceptualized as “the theory of the politi-
cal, economic, and social equality of the sexes” (para. 1), 
and recently, feminist theorists have proposed a greater 
conceptual focus on agentic selfhood, challenging the 
“negative paradigm of subject formation” (McNay, 2003, 
p. 147) that defines women in primarily passive terms. 
Feminist theorists of color (Crenshaw, 1989) have long 
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argued that systems of oppression intersect and, in ef-
fect, multiply the effects for those marginalized; that is, 
for black women, the effects of racism and sexism (and 
classism) compound, whereas white women face “mere” 
sexism. Intersectional feminism is rooted in the daily 
lives of marginalized women, oppressed by multiple 
systems, who are engaged in a “fight for life” (Ahmed, 
2018, para. 6) against a system of domination that brings 
violence (real and symbolic) against women. Feminism, 
according to Ahmed, is a living and breathing resis-
tance against an inequitable world; as such, small acts 
of justice can lead to meaningful change: “a dialogue, a 
dance, a chance, what we have to do to be” (para. 26).
Second, social practice theory (Holland & Lave, 
2009; Urrieta, 2007) investigates how people are shaped 
by enduring struggles (e.g., growing up in a sexist world) 
and how they continue to shape their own practices, 
contexts, and lives. This theory is concerned with the 
“historical production of persons in practice, and pays 
particular attention to differences among participants, 
and to the ongoing struggles that develop across activi-
ties around those differences” (Holland & Lave, 2009, 
p. 1). Focusing on people’s participation as formed in 
the moment in local practice allows researchers to see 
the dynamic, contingent aspect of identity production. 
A focus on emergent practices as young people become 
feminist on Twitter calls to mind the performative na-
ture of identity issued by Hall (1996), theorized as “never 
singular but multiply constructed across different…
discourses, practices and positions” (p. 4). For Hall, the 
concept of identity is about “using the resources of his-
tory, language and culture in the process of becoming 
rather than being” (p. 4).
Third, new literacies theory (Kinzer & Leu, 2017) 
suggests not only the importance of learning digital 
media skills in a globalized, mediatized world but also 
that as young people learn these skills, their lives are 
transformed. As they tell stories and share informa-
tion on social media, their worlds enlarge, deepen, and 
become more complex. They have opportunities to do 
things that were impossible before, including being ex-
posed to new perspectives, learning about the complex 
political economy of the world, and even toying with 
new social identities. Putting these theories in conver-
sation focuses analytical attention on how young peo-
ple’s development as feminists is influenced by social, 
cultural, and political systems of oppression in main-
stream heteronormative, cisgender U.S. culture. As net-
worked young people struggle for agency, purpose, and 
social support in a deeply inequitable world, they enter 
into “local contentious practice” (Holland & Lave, 2001, 
p. 9) of struggling for equality, human possibility, and 
connection against patriarchal conceptions of domina-
tion and oppression.
Method
This study was guided by two research questions:
1. What new literacies emerge as young people (ages 
14–18) use Twitter for a variety of purposes?
2. What is the process of identity development (e.g., be-
coming a feminist) like as young people practice lit-
eracy on Twitter?
I used a case study method (Yin, 2003) to investi-
gate the new literacies practices of a select group of 
highly active adolescents who used Twitter daily. Three 
participants, all from a suburban town in the Eastern 
United States and acquainted with one another, were 
enrolled in the study in March 2013. As a result of a 
previous study (Gleason, 2016), I was familiar with the 
participants and wanted to continue to investigate their 
literate practices on Twitter over an extended period 
of time. Since 2009, I have been a daily participant on 
Twitter, one who considers it to be a significant social 
space. This study is informed by digital research meth-
ods, including the use of virtual or cyber research meth-
ods (Hine, 2000). In keeping with the digital- first nature 
of internet research, I recruited and enrolled partici-
pants via digital methods. For over two years of the 
study, I communicated with study participants through 
Twitter, tweeting at them, retweeting their posts, and 
occasionally using the direct- messaging feature.
Participants
Lori, a young white woman, is now a senior in college. 
Through 17,000 tweets in three years, roughly 15 per 
day, she documented emerging events in real time to her 
social network through live- tweeting and sharing infor-
mation about her local and global interests (i.e., school, 
pop culture, current events). At the beginning of the 
study, Lori was a high school sophomore who tweeted 
about playing on her high school tennis team, the te-
dium of completing outlines for history class, and social 
drama with friends (e.g., “get. over. yourself”). At vari-
ous points throughout the study, she referred to herself 
as “awkward” (e.g., “awkward duck,” “awkward mess”) 
and as a “bitch” (e.g., “#highschoolmademerealize girls 
are complete bitches, including myself”).
A young white man, Ryan was a high school sopho-
more at the beginning of the study. He was a prolific 
tweeter as well, totaling more than 22,000 tweets in 
3Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy  Vol. 0  No. 0 Month 0000    literacyworldwide.org
FEATURE ARTICLE 
about two and a half years, averaging almost 70 tweets 
per day at his highest output. A devoted mental health 
advocate, Ryan was committed to caring for his friends 
and peers through setting up an online forum for infor-
mal counseling. He began using Twitter in the fall of 2012 
and tweeted about politics and his Democratic leanings.
Lucy, a young white woman, was a high school junior 
at the beginning of the study. As she first began using 
Twitter, she posted about daily happenings, such as cut-
ting her bangs, eating caramel apples, and her affinity 
for the singer Amanda Palmer. Over three years of the 
study, Lucy shared information, often newspaper or 
magazine stories, about health and well- being, politics, 
and education, as well as information that might sug-
gest particular identities, such as current happenings 
and issues pertinent to gay and lesbian audiences.
Data Collection
I collected study data from three sources: Twitter, inter-
views, and informal communications with participants. 
First, I collected data for all participants for a period of 
at least 24 months for all three participants. They con-
sented to providing their Twitter archive, a record of 
their published Twitter activity (i.e., tweets, retweets, 
and likes are archived, but direct messages are not). 
Depending on when participants began using Twitter, 
this archive begins at a different time for each partici-
pant. Table 1 shows the data collection plan. Second, I 
conducted semistructured interviews with participants. 
Third, I regularly communicated with participants as 
a way of conducting informal member checks (e.g., to 
check the appropriateness of my interpretations about 
what I was seeing on Twitter). To preserve participant 
confidentiality, I did this via direct message, a private 
form of communication between two Twitter users who 
follow each other.
Data Analysis
I used a combination of related theories to develop 
a coherent understanding of the relation between 
adolescents’ new literacies practices and their pro-
cess of becoming (or not) a feminist on Twitter. First, 
my focus on new literacies practices on T w itter 
(Gleason, 2016) recognizes the relation between 
the unique, cultural practices of self- authorship 
and the concomitant processes of identification (or 
identity expression). Identities are co- constructed 
w ithin socia l practices that occur in a mater ia l 
world full of “vital life stuff ” (Gleason, 2018, p. 165), 
conceptualized elsewhere as the (im)material goods 
that surface our desires, entanglements, and en-
gagements (e.g., Ryan’s fandom for the musical duo 
Twenty One Pilots, Lori’s affinity for the television 
show Parks and Recreation, Lucy’s intersectional 
activism).
Second, I used social practice theory to focus on 
how participants developed feminist identities, pay-
ing attention to the different ways that this identity 
development occurred for these three young people. 
Finally, I used a constant comparative approach 
(Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to collect 
“rich, substantial, and relevant data” (Charmaz, 
2006, p. 18) from the youths constructing their iden-
tities, paying special attention to how, with what, 
and to what end this process occurred. That is, I paid 
special attention to how participants used new litera-
cies practices (hashtagging, information sharing, and 
live- tweeting), focusing on the different practices 
and processes that enabled each to become feminist 
(or not).
Research Findings
All three participants demonstrated engagement with 
feminism, conceptualized here as “a movement to end 
sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (hooks, 
2000, p. 1). Over the course of three years, participants 
were becoming feminists through the complex inter-
action of new literacies practices, core commitments 
to particular practices (e.g., Lucy’s intersectional 
feminism), and the recognition (or lack thereof) as a 
feminist.
Table 1 
Data Collection
Participant Data collection period Number of tweets collected Interview date
Lori June 2012 to August 2014 16,366 January 31, 2016
Lucy March 2009 to August 2013 7,033 January 19, 2016
Ryan August 2012 to August 2014 22,529 January 30, 2016
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#Sexism and Hashtagged Participation
First, participants used hashtags to engage in conver-
sations or actions about feminism, such as when Lori 
composed a multimodal tweet alleging “#sexism” in 
a children’s cleaning set marketed to girls and when 
Lucy named herself a member of the “#FeministArmy” 
and shared information about social protest. Second, 
participants used hashtags to align with feminist aims 
(e.g., “#FeministMajority,” “#Feministing”) and also to 
evaluate or reflect on the process of being a feminist. 
Hashtag phrases such as “#Feminism#Equality” and 
“#highschoolmademerealize” provided opportunities 
for participant reflection on the central role that gender 
plays in adolescent lives, such as when Ryan equated the 
act of “discussing politics on the bus” with “#feminism” 
and “#equality.” Lori used the hashtag “#sorrynotsorry” 
to proclaim her disdain for feminists while arguing for 
equal rights. Lucy, meanwhile, used the hashtag “#do-
ingitwrong” to draw attention to a peer’s antifeminist 
behavior, calling attention to the contradiction between 
the peer’s stated feminist commitments (e.g., “I’m a 
strong feminist”) and his behavior.
Information Sharing and “Expert” Advice
A second common new literacies practice that contrib-
uted to the development of feminist identities was infor-
mation sharing, as participants contributed, curated, 
and circulated information, including primary source 
materials (e.g., hooks’s book Feminism Is for Everybody: 
Passionate Politics), secondary source materials (e.g., 
information from the Pew Research Center about the 
wage gap), and “expert” opinion (e.g., Ryan’s advice to 
peers about mental health issues via an online question- 
and- answer forum). Ryan’s informal counseling prac-
tice aimed to help people deal with the challenges and 
stresses of adolescent life and is conceptualized here 
as feminist work in providing care to peers and other 
followers (Noddings, 2013). His use of a question- and- 
answer forum to offer advice was unique and significant 
to becoming a feminist. Lori and Lucy demonstrated 
their care for friends and followers in a number of ways, 
from an inspirational reminder that a woman’s body is 
her own to a humorous meme about masculine norms.
Live- Tweeting #StandWithWendy
The third new literacies practice observed in this study 
was live- tweeting, a practice in which people partici-
pate in major events, such as the Academy Awards cer-
emony, political debates, sporting events, television 
shows, and concerts, through “just in time” tweeting. 
Although all three young people live- tweeted (for fur-
ther analysis of this new literacies practice, see Gleason, 
2018), Lucy’s participation in #StandWithWendy ex-
emplifies this practice. In a few hours, Lucy contrib-
uted (i.e., tweeted, retweeted) over 30 posts, providing 
breaking news through the hashtag #StandWithWendy. 
As a new literacies practice, live- tweeting provided 
much new information (and multiple perspectives) on 
the matter of reproductive rights, including links to re-
lated hashtags (e.g., #SB5 for Senate Bill 5), newspaper 
articles, and influential feminists and feminist organi-
zations. Through live- tweeting, Lucy shared informa-
tion about reproductive rights, a key issue for feminists 
and allies; she contributed her voice to the emerging 
conversation: “WE WILL NOT BE SILENCED.” Thus, 
through live- tweeting Lucy was able to share informa-
tion, add her voice to the conversation, and develop as a 
feminist activist.
Becoming a feminist on Twitter is a process of self- 
authoring through the use of new literacies practices 
such as hashtagging, information sharing, and live- 
tweeting. New literacies practices explicate momentum 
toward feminism, such as Lucy’s self- identification as 
an “intersectional feminist” in her Twitter biography. 
This identity, once authored, must be recognized and 
validated by peers and followers; however, this process 
can be contentious, as authored identities are occasion-
ally challenged and critiqued. Therefore, it is necessary 
to investigate the different paths to becoming feminist 
taken by participants. Considering how the participants 
came to develop an identity as feminist is useful because 
it points to the complex, and contradictory, processes of 
becoming that young people undertake as they partici-
pate in literate practices on Twitter.
Lori
Lori displayed a marked change in her engagement with 
feminism over three years. Whereas she once wrote, “I 
can’t stand feminists #sorrynotsorry,” by the time she 
entered college, she engaged in information sharing 
about the inequitable wage gap and critiqued her college 
professor for “victim blaming.” Lori consistently used 
humor on Twitter to open a dialogue about feminism, 
notably through the use of pop cultural artifacts (e.g., 
memes referencing popular television shows, tropes 
common to adolescents). In school, she demonstrated 
momentum toward challenging gender norms by suc-
ceeding in male- dominated physics. As a high school 
junior, she mentioned her male physics teacher’s recog-
nition of her success on a standardized physics assess-
ment: “‘You got a 94 on the physics regents? I got a 94/95 
5Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy  Vol. 0  No. 0 Month 0000    literacyworldwide.org
FEATURE ARTICLE 
on the physics regents and I’m a damn physics teacher. 
You should be one’ #ornot.”
At this time, Lori resisted identifying herself as 
a feminist. Her tweet “I’m all for equality for all, but I 
can’t stand feminists #sorrynotsorry” suggested a reti-
cence toward this proposed identity and a capacity with 
internet lingo (i.e., “#sorrynotsorry”). On another occa-
sion, she retweeted about the popular sitcom Parks and 
Recreation to challenge the nonsensical logic used to 
justify sexism. In a still from the show, an elderly white 
man says, “I believe one problem with hiring women is 
that they’re frail and breakable,” and the protagonist 
Leslie Knope (played by Amy Poehler) retorts, “Is it pos-
sible you’re thinking about lightbulbs? Or your hip?”
As she entered college, Lori was behaving as a femi-
nist by critiquing sexism and providing evidence to 
substantiate her claims. First, she tweeted, “i don’t un-
derstand how all women are not feminists. feminism 
is about equal rights, not about making men inferior.” 
Then, she backed up her claim that women lack equal 
rights and cited a report from the Pew Research Center 
(tweeted by the Huffington Post). In this case, women are 
paid significantly less than men. As Lori challenged her 
college professor for “victim blaming” in an introduc-
tory criminology class (e.g., “please leave bye”), as well 
as societal attitudes against female sexuality (e.g., “PSA: 
don’t slut shame. just don’t do it”), she received recog-
nition for her feminist stance as her followers favorited 
and retweeted her.
Ryan
Like Lori, Ryan also engaged in information sharing 
about topics related to feminism, including a tweet 
about the Affordable Care Act’s coverage that provides 
birth control “without co- pays or deductibles…po-
tentially saving women hundreds of dollars per year.” 
Ryan, who called himself “obsessed with politics,” often 
shared political news, opinions, and analysis on Twitter.
In addition to sharing content, Ryan also shared 
his expert opinion by creating an online question- and- 
answer forum on ASKfm dedicated to supporting the 
personal, social, and emotional needs of his classmates. 
He tweeted, “I set this up so I could help people…with 
problems. Or if you just want to ask me questions: ask.
fm/RyanSmith.” He received recognition for his femi-
nist commitments from his friends, teachers, and class-
mates. A peer noted that Ryan had already “helped so 
many people” and that he had the support of his class-
mates. Another compared him to a “a psychiatrist sit-
ting in a room helping people.” One of Ryan’s favorite 
teachers tweeted that he identified with women “on 
an empathetic level” through his willingness to be 
vulnerable.
Lucy
Over the years, Lucy developed an identity as an inter-
sectional feminist, performing feminist identity work 
through explicit signaling on Twitter (e.g., her Twitter 
handle and biography), information sharing (e.g., in-
formed opinions, recommendations, current events, 
personal experiences), participating in feminist social 
actions, and challenging antifeminist behavior. Beyond 
contributing information about feminist issues, Lucy 
became a part of the story (Moje, 2000) by sharing her 
own vulnerabilities, as in this tweet: “Can mainstream 
queer and lesbian icons please stop making me think I 
have to be extremely thin thank you!!!!” While she drew 
on her feminist skill of critique to challenge thin privi-
lege, she affirmed that “the personal is political” by in-
troducing a major part of herself, her sexual orientation, 
to the conversation. Lucy’s feminist identity, marked by 
her knowledge, opinions, and private orientations, was 
intersectional as she acknowledged how gay and lesbian 
women are doubly oppressed, as women and as gay (e.g., 
women are oppressed by unhealthy beauty standards, 
gay/lesbian women face additional pressure to be thin), 
and crucially this identity as “intersectional feminist” 
was recognized as peers told her they “dug” her Twitter 
handle.
Although Lucy was an active participant in feminist 
issues, she appeared uneasy about calling herself an ac-
tivist: “I follow so many wonderful Twitter activists and 
I constantly RT but I want to contribute. But I feel I have 
nothing salient to say.” Her belief that she had “nothing 
salient to say” hinted at the complexity of participation 
in online activities. Whereas Lucy did not consider her-
self an activist, she devalued her activist- related activi-
ties, such as information sharing about feminist issues 
(“I constantly RT”) and compiling a following list of in-
fluential feminist activists on Twitter (“I follow so many 
wonderful Twitter activists”). These practices sup-
ported the development of her feminist identity by posi-
tioning her as knowledgeable and engaged, even though 
she dismissed her own contributions.
Discussion
Despite each participant claiming a feminist identity, 
the young people’s unique experiences led to different 
expressions of identities. Holland and Lave (2009) used 
the term history in person to describe people’s individ-
ual experiences, as well as their interests, desires, and 
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imagined futures. Through participants’ unique histo-
ries, they developed what I am conceptualizing as core 
commitments, representing an enduring part of young 
people’s feminist identity: Lori’s use of humor, Lucy’s ac-
tivism, and Ryan’s ethic of care.
New Literacies Practices + Core 
Commitments → Feminist Identity
First, Lori’s new literacies practices (i.e., information 
sharing about gender equality) leveraged her ability to 
recognize and mobilize humor in the service of feminist 
causes. For example, on a typical day, approximately 
40% of her tweets were considered humorous (e.g., in-
tentionally or consequentially funny) and were liked or 
retweeted by at least one of her followers. First, she re-
minded followers that she was funny, using the hashtag 
“#imhilarious” to suggest her point. Second, she repeat-
edly retweeted jokes, memes, and humor relevant for 
her network, including content from her favorite televi-
sion show, Friends. Third, she circulated identity arti-
facts (e.g., a class picture), which allowed her to call her 
classmates “500 fucks,” demonstrating her disdain for 
her classmates through the adolescent slang initialism 
“idgaf” (I don’t give a fuck). Lori used her commitment to 
humor as a valuable rhetorical device to orient herself 
and mobilize others to engage with feminism. She intro-
duced discussion of sexual consent, sexual violence, and 
gender equality via pop culture products such as Parks 
and Recreation and Harry Potter, benefiting from the 
accessibility and humor of popular culture to initiate 
conversations about feminist topics.
Lori’s feminist identity was not preordained. Her 
early statement that “I can’t stand feminists” revealed 
her perceptions about stereotypical feminists and her 
antipathy toward them. Over time, she began to engage 
with feminism, seen through her statement about the 
importance of “equal rights” for men and women, estab-
lishing momentum toward gender equality. Although 
Lori did not show much momentum toward feminism 
early in her high school career, over time she partici-
pated in activities that suggested the development of 
a feminist identity. Her multimodal composition cri-
tiquing “#sexism” in children’s toys was recognized by 
her local network (i.e., teacher, classmates, school) and 
global networks (e.g., included in a BuzzFeed article 
about sexism in our culture). In addition, the still from 
Parks and Recreation relied on humor to draw atten-
tion to the absurdity of sexist oppression (e.g., calling 
women “frail” and “breakable”). Lori was able to align 
her information sharing and humor (i.e., resource mo-
bilization practices) to suggest a feminist identity.
In contrast, Lucy’s new literacies practices included 
information sharing, hashtagging, and live- tweeting a 
social protest. She used the affordances of Twitter (e.g., 
her biography and username, @FeministPope) to author 
a particular kind of feminist identity, and her repeated 
tweets that feminism be “intersectional or it’s bullshit” 
aimed to mobilize others to action. By contributing 
knowledge to her followers (e.g., circulating educational 
articles and books), she proposed an identity as some-
one who was educated about the topic and could edu-
cate others.
A major shift in Lucy’s feminist identity was evi-
denced by her participation in what she called “fourth 
wave feminism” (Clark, 2016; Retallack et al., 2016). In 
2013, Texas State Senator Wendy Davis conducted a 13- 
hour filibuster to prevent a vote on Senate Bill 5, which 
would reduce women’s access to reproductive care by 
closing public health centers (Burton, 2013). The hashtag 
#StandWithWendy was created to help organize and 
mobilize people against the legislation, and Davis cap-
tured the attention of activists, politicians (including 
President Barack Obama), and an army of supporters. 
Lucy implored her feminist followers (“those who care 
about women’s rights”) to follow #StandWithWendy as a 
way of supporting feminist causes, and her Twitter feed 
captured her engagement with this emerging activity. 
Lucy’s range of Twitter- specific practices supported her 
burgeoning role as activist and sedimented her feminist 
identity work, as she tweeted, “Everyone. THIS is fourth 
wave feminism. Activism through social media.”
These examples show how young people author 
feminist identities on Twitter by aligning new literacies 
practices and core commitments. Lucy authored and 
reified her feminist identity through an expressed com-
mitment to feminist activism; meanwhile, Lori shared 
information about the absurdity of gender inequality, 
drawing on her commitment to humor (e.g., “#imhilari-
ous”). When new literacies practices demonstrated 
alignment with core commitments, as for Lucy and Lori, 
their feminist identity work was recognized and vali-
dated. However, sometimes these acts of self- authoring 
were more contested; for example, Ryan’s new literate 
practices of meme participation were critiqued as an-
tifeminist and challenged by intersectional feminists 
(e.g., Lucy), as explained in the next section.
Local Contentious Practice:  
When Commitments to Feminism Conflict
Holland and Lave (2001; Lave, 2003) introduced the 
concept of “local contentious practice” (p. 9) to de-
scribe the conf lict that of ten emerges as people 
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develop identities in particular local, historical, so-
cial, and cultural contexts, and I conceptualize the 
process of becoming feminist on Twitter as a “local 
contentious practice.” First, one’s identity as a femi-
nist can be seen as a process of negotiation by which 
people use new literacies practices (i.e., hashtag-
ging, information sharing, live- tweeting) to declare 
themselves feminists; however, this feminist identity 
must be recognized and validated by other feminists, 
raising the prospect of conf lict if one’s identity is 
challenged. Second, becoming a feminist on Twitter 
means participating in a world that is, at times, out-
wardly hostile to women, in which they routinely face 
harassment and violence.
Whereas the cases of Lori and Lucy detailed how 
their commitments to feminism (e.g., through activ-
ism and humor) aligned with their proposed identity as 
feminists, other cases are more complex. Conflict can 
arise when claimed commitments to feminism clash 
with actual behavior. For example, Ryan’s claimed com-
mitment to an ethic of care conflicted with his behavior 
that was seemingly antifeminist. His use of offensive 
speech (e.g., using “gay” as a “joke” in a meme) caused 
Lucy to challenge his feminist commitments; she used 
a hashtag, “#doingitwrong,” to offer her judgment about 
his values as a feminist. On another occasion, Lucy chal-
lenged Ryan’s commitment to feminism, claiming that 
he was “making fun of ‘every girl’ for saying ‘like’ and 
being unsure about an answer in class.” Lucy employed 
satire, “wow gr8 male feminist,” to critique Ryan’s be-
havior, which she took to be antifeminist in its lack of 
caring and understanding of women’s and girls’ ways of 
being.
The conflict here can be read as a synecdoche of the 
challenges that women face in society at large, where 
even allies disappoint, and these disappointments rip-
ple and persist. As a networked public space, Twitter 
offers unique social and technical features, including 
“persistence…visibility…spreadibility…[and] search-
ability” (boyd, 2014, p. 11). Participation in a networked 
public lets people voice messages, connect with others, 
and find and archive important conversations. At the 
same time, participation on Twitter presents chal-
lenges because of these very affordances. As a space 
of local contentious practice, Twitter surfaces the en-
during struggles seen in the conf lict between Ryan 
and Lucy. Women have been subject to harassment, 
threats, and abuse in the course of routine Twitter 
participation.
This conflict between two young people began with 
a meme and also signaled a larger struggle over a per-
son’s right to public space free of harassment (i.e., a joke 
about one’s sexual identity). Lucy’s exchange with Ryan, 
a self- described “feminist” and informal counselor who 
wants to “help people” in an ethic of caring, suggests the 
contentious nature of Twitter. The challenges of a net-
worked public space, such as visibility and persistence, 
are brought to bear in local contentious practice of be-
coming a feminist. Ryan and Lucy’s conflict over the 
use of “gay” in a Twitter meme then suggests not only 
interpersonal conflict and the enduring challenges that 
women face in fighting sexism, for example, but also 
how these intersect in the networked public space of 
Twitter.
Thus, there is a complex relation between new lit-
eracies practices and the development of feminist 
identities in the contentious space of Twitter. Through 
hashtagging, live- tweeting, and information sharing, 
young people become recognized (or not) as feminists. 
Teen participation on Twitter is an active process of 
self- authorship through competent use of new lit-
eracies. For example, Lucy’s practices of live- tweeting 
#StandWithWendy, a protest for reproductive rights, 
aligned with her commitment to social justice activism. 
It was likely that her proposed feminist identity would 
be recognized by her peers and followers. When new 
literacies practices (e.g., participating in a meme) clash 
with a core commitment (e.g., counseling), conflict is 
likely.
Implications and Conclusion
In this article, I explored the complex process of be-
coming a feminist on Twitter by describing three new 
literacies (information sharing, hashtagging, and live- 
tweeting) and how young people wove them together 
to author feminist identity through posting, receiving 
validation, and recognition for this identity. First, it is 
worth noting that the young people in this study took 
a learning approach to their feminist development; 
their new literacies contributed important forms of 
participatory knowledge that added to the feminist 
discourse. Participants took advantage of numerous 
opportunities to create, circulate, and curate infor-
mation; contribute personal experiences and exper-
tise to feminist discourse; and critique antifeminist 
behavior. These practices of informal learning with 
social media have begun to emerge (Gleason, 2013; 
Greenhow & Lewin, 2016), suggesting the possibil-
ity of aligning young people’s interests in feminism 
with formal curriculum. Innovative educators such 
as Ileana Jiménez (@feministteacher) have leveraged 
social media to develop feminist learning spaces that 
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share information, build community, and develop so-
cially just pedagogy.
Second, this study reminds us of the vernacular 
creativity (Burgess, 2006) involved as people story 
themselves on T w itter. In the process of becom-
ing feminist, participants used a variety of literate 
practices (e.g., Lori’s use of Parks and Recreation to 
introduce feminist discourse, Ryan’s meme partici-
pation, Lucy live- tweeting a social protest) that lever-
aged available participatory resources (namely, pop 
culture and Twitter- specific practices) to mobilize 
others to action. While heeding the call not to roman-
ticize young people’s digital stories (Burgess, 2006; 
Hull & Nelson, 2005), we can attend to the sophisti-
cation and creativity present as young people remix 
youth cultural practices (e.g., tropes, stereotypes, 
clichés) into stories that mark them as uniquely indi-
vidual. In this way, we can regard Lori’s mainstream 
feminist becoming as markedly different from Lucy’s 
intersectional feminism, although no less personal or 
meaningful. A focus on vernacular creativity encour-
ages teachers, researchers, parents, and others to 
consider identity to be a networked co- construction, 
dependent on shared cultural convention, individual 
desires, and personal histories.
Third, this study suggests the importance of femi-
nist identity work on Twitter. Despite research sug-
gesting that “Twitter is overwhelmingly a toxic place 
for women” (Retallack et al., 2016, p. 86), and while not 
dismissing the real threats and misogyny that women 
face online, I agree with Retallack et al. and others 
who have suggested that Twitter may be a place for 
young women and men to develop feminist identi-
ties through meaningful contributions to feminist 
discourse. By leveraging the power of their network 
to share information, young people are contributing 
to the development of a powerful feminist discourse 
in the United States, a much- needed antidote to a 
long history of inequity, discrimination, and sexist 
oppression.
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